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Abstract 
This study aims to examine the leadership soft skills of deans in three public universities of Malaysia from the views of their 
support staff. For decades, the focus of management and leadership was on technical skills, i.e., the so-called ‘hard skills’. 
Technical skills are critical as to perform effectively within an organization. Nowadays, employees also need leaders with critical 
soft skills. These soft skills are more generic in nature and are the keys towards effective performance across job categories. The 
main purpose of this study is to explain and interpret the implementation of the eight components of leadership soft skills, namely 
collaboration/teamwork, communication skills, initiative, leadership ability, people development/coaching, personal 
effectiveness/personal mastery, planning and organizing, and presentation skills. This study employed qualitative method using 
face-to-face interview to collect data from 12 support staff (Grade 17-36). Among the 12 respondents, six respondents are 
working under deans with reportedly high leadership soft skills and the other six respondents are working under deans with 
reportedly low leadership soft skills. Findings showed that there are some similarities and differences between the deans with 
high and low leadership soft skills. This study attempts to advocates about the importance and value of leadership soft skills in 
higher educational institutions. Additionally, researchers hope that the findings can provide information to assist administrators in 
developing high-quality interpersonal relationships with their associates and support staffs. 
Keywords: Leadership soft skills, support staff, dean, public universities; 
1. Introduction 
According to Boltan and Boltan (1996), a prime responsibility of administrators is to work with people. 
Therefore, it is critical for administrators to relate, connect, and react well with people. With that emphasis, 
relationship management skills become critical to effective leadership in the twenty-first century (Saban & Wolfe, 
2009). Furthermore, effective leadership relates closely to performance outcomes and organizational success. To 
survive in the new millennium, successful organizations require leaders who can establish the real visions for the 
future. To translate that into actions, the leaders help people to achieve what they are capable of, via providing 
suitable and timely encouragement, couching and mentoring (Iles, 2001). These successful leaders are able to  
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establish and maintain successful relationships, and create a sense of value for the organization they wish to lead 
(Iles, 2001). 
Deans are the leaders in universities. In Malaysia, the selection criteria for deans include academic qualification 
(Doctor of Philosophy), professional requirement, working experience of more than 10 years leadership (academic 
leadership and scholarship leadership), and management skills (decision making, communication, problem solving 
and interpersonal) (Siti Asiah, 2011). Correspondingly, the roles and responsibilities of university deans are 
multifaceted and extensive. They are responsible to embrace a wide range of academic roles. To name a few, they 
control and direct academic programs, research, and students' intellectual and emotional development. Of foremost 
important, they are expected to be committed in producing high quality and disciplined graduates (Siti Asiah, 2011). 
In the new era, the roles of deans have changed considerably to become more service- and customer-oriented. 
Dean's activities do not operate within a vacuum (Young, Petersen & Short, 2001). To promote positive and 
substantive change in workplace, they need to be able to work collaboratively and yet independently with various 
key stakeholders (Young, Petersen & Short, 2001). Hence, deans will need to develop effective communication, 
collaborative skills in order to navigate the waves of change effectively.  
2.  Statement of the problem 
The Ninth Malaysia Plan, 2006-2010, when tabled in Parliament, placed particular emphasis on developing the 
country's human capital. This focus is in line with one of the five thrusts of the National Mission (Economic 
Planning Unit, 2006). Raising capacity for knowledge and innovation, as well as nurturing mindset is important 
from the human capital perspective. In addition, Malaysia future depends on the quality of its human capital not only 
in terms of intellect but also in terms of characters it built. Therefore, soft skills are essential in the shaping of values 
to create all-rounded individuals with first class mentality, who will contribute to the nation's economic and social 
advancement. 
Daft (1999 as cited in Jaafar & Khairudin, 2006) stated that the major challenge faced by today’s leaders is the 
changing world that wants a new paradigm of leadership. This new paradigm of leadership refers to the softer side 
of leadership. As put forward by Daft (1999), the dominance of leadership based on pure industrial skills has proven 
to be unfashionable. The traditional paradigm of leadership will have to balance and blend with soft skills to ensure 
leadership effectiveness. 
Therefore, it seems necessary to expect deans, as leaders of universities to equip with both hard and soft skills of 
leadership. A study conducted by National Higher Education Research Institute (IPPTN, 2008) proposed that the 
selection criteria for Deans should include good leadership and management skills. In other words, deans need to 
master soft skills to become good leaders as well as good managers who capable of leading and managing people for 
the university to excel. Thus, the roles of deans need to be redefined. To begin with, the leadership soft skills need to 
be reinforced in the process of selecting and shaping the suitable candidates for this position. Most fundamentally, 
deans need to be able to conduct effective face-to-face communication with their employees, students, internal, as 
well as external stakeholders. The shift in the way tasks are being performed in the workplace has placed importance 
in soft skills where deans must adapt well to the social and operational context. The impacts are far-reaching. For 
example, the soft skills displayed by deans during their interaction with individuals (internal and external 
stakeholders) have the potentials to affect the outcomes of such encounters. 
3.  Objectives of the study 
The purpose of this study is to examine the view points of support staff towards the leadership soft skills shown 
by their dean's at their workplaces. This study aims to explain and interpret the implementation of the eight 
components of leadership soft skills, namely collaboration/teamwork, communication skills, initiative, leadership 
ability, people development/coaching, personal effectiveness/personal mastery, planning and organizing and 
presentation skills by deans. 
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4.  Methodology of the study 
The researchers conducted open-ended structured interview with Grade 17-36 support staff from three main 
campuses in states of Perlis, Penang and Perak. These three states are located at the north-west region of Peninsular 
Malaysia. Four support staff from each campus were selected for this study. Therefore, a total of 12 support staff 
were interviewed to capture the reasons why administrators were perceived as having the highest and the lowest 
leadership soft skills in the implementation of their leadership soft skills at the workplace.  
The eight open-ended structured interview questions were designed based on Crosbie's (2005) eight components 
of leadership soft skills. The interview was intended to elicit views, information, and opinions from the respondents. 
In the interviews, the respondents were requested to explain in detail their administrator's practice of leadership soft 
skills and their responses were recorded. The respondents were asked precisely worded questions, in a 
predetermined order. This was to ensure a certain degree of consistency in the way the interviews were conducted. 
The data collection procedure was carried out according to an agreed suitable date and time which was arranged 
with the respondents selected to be interviewed. During the interview, the researchers recorded the interview and 
took extensive notes to record respondents' statements. A digital recorder was used to record and store data.  
After each interview, the recorded interview was transcribed into a computer using a word processor program and 
the content of the interview was summarized to capture the facts transpired from the interview data. This step was 
taken to avoid relying on memory as information recalled from memory is subjected to inaccurate reporting and 
often likely to be incorrect. Moreover, information based on memory recall introduces bias into the research 
(Sekaran, 2006). Field-notes were used to write all the information on what researcher saw, heard, experienced, and 
thought when collecting and reflecting on the qualitative data. To ensure internal validity, the interview data were 
interpreted as accurately and as faithfully as possible. 
5.  Findings  
The findings showed that there are several aspects that distinguished deans with high soft skills from their low 
soft-skills counterparts. Deans with high soft skills were good in promoting collaboration/teamwork, because they 
encouraged their staff to give ideas and opinions in meetings besides encouraging them to work collaboratively in 
work and in faculty's activities. In addition, they were good in solving their staff's problems as most of them often 
meet with their staff in meetings to discuss the problems faced by their staff. They were also more collaborative with 
their Assistant Registrars in solving their staff's problems compared with deans with low soft skills. 
Pertaining to the aspect of giving work instructions, deans with high soft skills were similar to their counterparts 
with low soft skills in terms of communicating orally face-to-face and giving clear work instructions to their staff. In 
addition, all deans with high soft skills knew that their staff understood their instructions from the work performed 
by their staff. The same applies to most of the deans with low soft skills. Besides that, most of the deans from both 
categories with high and low soft skills were also alike in several other aspects. For example, they were not really 
keen to write down the work instructions for their staff on the papers. However, in communicating to solve work 
related issues, only deans with high soft skills solved problems effectively as they listened and paid attention to 
others' view points in the process of problem solving. Most of them communicated with their staff in informal ways. 
On top of that, as expected, deans with high soft skills performed better than deans with low soft skills in terms of 
taking initiative in their job responsibilities. In regards to this, all deans with high soft skills were able to deal and 
solve problems by discussing the problems with their staff in meetings and through discussion with appropriate 
staff. Most of them took initiative to deal with difficult issues by discussing them with faculty's top management. In 
addition, all of them were serious in taking initiatives to achieve their goals. Furthermore, in terms of taking 
initiatives in actions, all the deans with high soft skills were not biased and were proactive in performing their 
duties. 
Nevertheless, most of the deans with high and low soft skills in leadership ability did not get their staff involved 
in participate in goal setting. However, these are some differences associated to this. By virtue of having good 
leadership ability, deans with high soft skills capitalized on their staff's skills and competencies in achieving 
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organization's goals and objectives. They did this by communicating to their staff the organization's vision and 
mission mostly in formal meetings. They encouraged their staff to participate in problem solving. They rewarded 
their staff formally and informally, and they were also more involved in optimizing their staff's skills. 
Correspondingly, it can be concluded that deans with high soft skills in people development and coaching were 
better in promoting staff development, as compared to deans with low soft skills. With regards to staff development, 
deans with high soft skills were more involved in promoting their staff's career development compared with deans in 
the low soft skills category. All deans with high soft skills were  of supportive of activities of staff development and 
they recommended their staff to attend appropriate courses to path road for their respective career advancement. 
They motivated their staff by giving them positive and corrective feedback, and provided coaching to their staff 
whenever necessary. However, deans with low soft skills only sent their staff to attend courses, and they did not 
provide further encouragement. 
Even though all deans were knowledgeable in their respective fields, deans with high soft skills have some 
additional skills over deans with low soft skills in the sense that they also possessed good leadership skills, good 
communication skills and all of them have good relationship with their staff when working under stressful 
conditions. 
Therefore, not surprisingly, in planning and organizing, all deans from high soft skills category performed better 
than deans from low soft skills. All the deans with high soft skills carried out their planning and organizing tasks 
more effectively compared to most of the deans from low soft skills, in the sense that they were not only good in 
planning, but also good in executing and achieving their planned goals. Nevertheless, among the deans from low 
soft skills category only one of them was found to be good in this respect. 
In terms of presentation skills, all the deans with high soft skills were good in giving presentation professionally 
and effectively compared to deans from low soft skills. With emphasis to that, all of the deans with high soft skills 
acted and interacted professionally when giving presentation to their staff. They always think carefully about staff's 
feelings. They used their persuasion skills when speaking to their staff. They also facilitated open dialogue and 
exchange of information and ideas. 
6.  Discussion 
Nowadays, as organizations are moving towards a more empowered workplace, leaders in higher educational 
institutions need to be competent in using a soft approach rather than a hard approach in their leadership style. In 
addition, the principle of successful leadership is the building, consolidating, and maintenance of successful 
relationships. This is often being recognized as the cornerstone of soft skills that is necessary of managing and 
leading organizations of the twenty-first century (Allert & Chatterjee, 1997). Hence, the development of quality 
human capital is critical for organizations to meet the standards of national human resources needed for national 
development. This is particularly true for institutions of higher learning in Malaysia. Development of quality human 
capital has been emphasized and highlighted in the Tenth Malaysia Plan as a means towards a knowledge-based 
economy, with higher value-added services and productivity (Economic Planning Unit, 2010). 
On this line of reasoning, the above study was conducted to examine the deans' possession of leadership soft 
skills. The findings of this study indicated that all deans, irrespective of whether they were from the high or low soft 
skills category, were perceived as good in planning and organizing. However, all the deans within the high soft 
skills category were perceived as good in executing and achieving planned goals and objectives. In contrast, only 
one dean from low soft skills category was perceived as good in this respect. 
The importance of open reciprocal communication and good presentation skills is vital as deans need to be able 
to communicate effectively with a variety of different constituencies such as academic staff, administrative staff, 
students, and stakeholders. Hence, educational administrators need to have effective interpersonal skills. Skills such 
as listening, questioning, giving presentations, writing, conducting an effective meeting and getting the best out of 
the staff or team can be continually improved, and self-development in these areas remains central to becoming a 
good leader (Fairholm, 2000). Additionally, to succeed in today's workplace, educational administrators involved in 
planning and organizing need to set goals for the future, establish detailed steps to achieve those goals, allocate 
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resources to achieve those plans and communicate the plans to their staff, delegate responsibilities to their staff to 
carry out the plans, and develop systems to monitor implementation (Kotter, 1999). 
In addition, results of the above study indicated that in collaboration and team work, deans with high soft skills 
meet with their staff more often to discuss problems, they encourage two-ways communication with their staff, and 
they encourage teamwork among staff at workplace, compared to those with low soft skills. This reinforces the 
message that everyday interactions are important for creating trust.     
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